2
even the investigators acknowledge that these are inadequate measures, or at least that the choice of numerator and denominator depends upon the purpose underlying the collection of the information (Gelin, 1999, p. 3) .
This study considers student transfer not as an indicator of the performance of community colleges or of their students, but as an indicator of the performance of the system as a whole. In particular, the study considers whether segmenting a system into tiers by selectivity of student admissions affects the rate at which transfer students gain entry to the most selective institutions and tier. Some US states have long formally segmented their higher education institutions. Thus California has segmented its higher education system since its master plan for higher education was enshrined in the Donahoe Act of 1960, and Douglass (2004, p. 11 ) points out that California had developed three distinct and geographically dispersed and multi-campus public segments as early as 1920. Other states have more recently decided to differentiate their institutions by selectivity of student admissions. As Marble and Stick (2004, p. 354) reported in these pages recently, since 1991 'the Missouri Department of Higher Education has required public four-year colleges and universities to adopt an appropriate level of admissions selectivity from a tiered system of four categories Highly Selective, Selective, Moderately Selective, and Open Enrollment'. In
October 2003 the Colorado Commission on Higher Education (2003) significantly augmented its initial admissions
standards policy adopted in 1986 to establish categories of admissions standards for its public four-year and community colleges similar to Missouri's which will be applied from 2008, thereby formalizing and systematizing differences in selectivity that had previously been partly established formally and developed informally.
Other states such as Texas do not formally differentiate their institutions but for the purposes of analysis group them according to general academic mission and certain key academic indicators such as size and number of graduate programs, research expenditures and other factors. However, the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board (2004, p. 1) says that its 'groupings are intended to be neither permanent nor prescriptive. Rather, they are to be considered permeable, subject to revision as institutions evolve and shift their academic missions' (emphasis in original). Yet other jurisdictions formally recognize no distinction between their baccalaureate-granting institutions, although they may allocate them different amounts of general funds or research grants as a historical legacy or by a method in which all institutions ostensibly compete equally.
As Clark Kerr (1994, p. 69) argued 'the principle of selectivity is central' to the structuring of higher education.
Institutions' decisions on the admission of students determines which students have and which students do not have the opportunity to benefit from their programs. This in turn shapes students' occupation, prestige and life chances as Clark (1983, p. 63) observed, and indeed, it affects students' income earning potential for the rest of their lives.
Tiered selective admissions clearly affects enrollment patterns, although not necessarily in expected ways (Marble & Stick, 2004) . If it also affects the admission of transfer students it would have important implications for policy.
METHOD
One possibility would be to compare the admission of transfer students before and after a change in admissions policy. This has three difficulties. First, major changes to admissions policy need a long lead time to implement and take some time to affect student transfer. Thus Colorado's decision in 2003 to establish categories of admissions standards will be implemented from 2008, and it wont be until some years later that system-wide data is available to measure its effect. Secondly, policymakers wish to know the implications of various options before they take a decision, not several years after. By the time a post hoc evaluation has been completed it is often too late to reverse the decision and return to the previous policy. Thirdly, several other changes may occur contemporaneously with the change in admissions policy and thus confound any attempt to link a change in data to the change in policy being considered, as Marble & Stick (2004, p. 363) found.
An alternative is to compare different systems' performance over the same period. However, this is usually made very difficult by differences in systems' definitions of transfer and their data collection methods. As Castañeda (2002, p. 441) observes, numerous scholars and policymakers have lamented the lack of comparable data on student transfer for many years and there is no indication that these pleas are being heeded. Nonetheless, several studies compare transfer rates between states, but this is misleading unless the data are corrected for several differences between states which affect transfer rates but are not the direct outcome of transfer policies or practices. First, the overall participation rate and the participation rate in each segment must be considered. A state with a very high proportion of its population participating in four-year colleges is likely to have a lower rate of transfer from community colleges than a state which has high participation in community colleges and a much smaller proportion of students enrolled in four-year colleges.
Secondly, a range of state-wide inhibitory and facilitative factors needs to be considered such as geographic access and financial factors (Alkin & Hendrix, 1967) . Thus, most community college students study part time while commuting from home or work and are unlikely to seek to transfer to a college which is beyond convenient commuting distance (Laurente & Pailthorp 2002, p. 4 ). Yet ready access to a four-year college can have as much to do with a state's geography and population density as to its higher education structure and policies. A state which has a higher proportion of community college students from low socio economic status backgrounds is likely to have a lower transfer rate than wealthier states since students from low socio economic status backgrounds are more discouraged by financial barriers than others and have less cultural capital to negotiate complex or technical admission or transfer requirements.
Correcting for all of these factors makes the comparison of transfer rates very complex. To overcome this difficulty a new measure has been developed, the student admission ratio. Consider a hypothetical system in which its highly selective four-year institutions have a total freshman class of 1,000 students. If 50 freshmen are transfers from two year colleges transfers would be five per cent of the freshman class. If the system's moderately and less selective four-year institutions admitted 1,000 transfer students in a freshman class of 10,000, transfers would be ten per cent of the class. In this system the highly selective institutions admit half the proportion of transfer students (5%) as the moderately and less selective institutions (10%), and thus the transfer student admission ratio is 1:2.
Compare this with a second system where reported transfer is overall much higher and where the highly selective institutions admit 66 transfer students out of a freshman class of 1,000 but the moderately and less selective institutions admit 2,000 transfers out of a total intake of 10,000. In the second system the transfer student admission rate at the more selective institutions is 6.6 per cent and the rate at the less selective institutions is 20 per cent. The ratio between the transfer student admissions rates in the second system is 1:3, considerably higher than the ratio of 1:2 in the first system. Thus the more selective institutions in the second system admit relatively fewer transfer students than the more selective institutions in the first system, notwithstanding that in the second system the more selective institutions admit more transfer students and state-wide transfer is relatively higher than in the first system.
The higher transfer rates reported in the second system may be an artifact of the system's broader definition of transfer but the student admission ratio is a measure of relative performance within a system, and so treats each institution within a system equally in the system's own terms. Comparing relative performance within a system also makes it unnecessary to account for many of the other differences between jurisdictions and systems. We are thus able to compare the relative performance of quite different systems and jurisdictions. Comparing transfer student admission ratios for formally segmented systems, informally segmented systems and formally undifferentiated systems allows us to test whether segmenting a system into tiers by selectivity of student admissions affects the rate at which transfer students gain entry to the most selective institutions and tier. One might hypothesis that transfer student admission ratios are higher and that therefore transfer admission is relatively harder in the formally segmented systems. However, this study provides little if any support for that hypothesis.
RESULTS
California divides its higher education institutions into three segments: the University of California whose intake is restricted by legislation to the top 12.5% of high school graduates, the California State University whose intake is restricted to the top 33.3% of high school graduates, and California Community Colleges, which have open admission. The California Postsecondary Education Commission (1998, 2000) reports that in 1998-99 a total of 59,906 students transferred from the California Community College system to California universities. Since there were 1,304,554 students in the California Community College system in 1996, approximately 4.5% transfer to higher level studies in the same state each year. A total of 10,161 transferred to the University of California. The
University of California enrolled 155,412 undergraduate students in 1996, so California Community College transfer students comprised 6.5% of the University of California's total undergraduate student population. A total of 44,989
California Community College students transferred to California State University system. This system enrolls 336,803 undergraduate students, so 13% of its students transferred from California community colleges. These figures are tabulated below.
<Insert Table 1 here> Community College transfer students were 6.5% of students at the highly selective University of California but were 13% of students at the moderately selective California State University, giving a ratio of 1:2 between the two segments. This is shown in the next table.
<Insert Table 2 here> Some 59% of Colorado's higher education students start in four-year institutions, much higher than the US average (45%) and very much higher than in California (34%), so there are fewer students in community colleges seeking to transfer to four-year institutions in Colorado. Overall transfer student admission rates are therefore lower in Colorado than in California.
<Insert Table 3 here> Colorado did not formally designate four-year institutions by selectivity of admissions at the time the data for this study were collected. However, the Colorado Commission on Higher Education (2003a, p 10) analyzed institutions' selectivity to inform a new admissions standards policy from which it was possible to identify Colorado's highly selective four-year colleges as the Colorado School of Mines, the University of ColoradoBoulder and Colorado State University. Transfers were 3% of enrolments at the highly selective institutions and 6% of students at the moderately selective institutions. Despite Colorado's lower overall transfer student admission rate than California's, which may be partly due to differences in data definitions and collection methods in addition to the other factors considered, the differences in transfer student admission rates between Colorado's highly selective and moderately selective receiving institutions is the same as in California.
<Insert Table 4 here> Texas does not have an explicit policy of distinguishing public four-year colleges by selectivity of student admissions. A measure of the selectivity of institutions is the proportion of their first-time undergraduates who were in the top 10% of their high school class and this was used to classify institutions as highly and moderately selective.
<Insert Table 5 here>
Texas has a very strong transfer policy and consequently its four-year institutions have twice as many transfer students as California. But again, the different transfer student admission rates between highly selective and moderately selective four-year institutions is similar to, although a little less than in California and Colorado.
<Insert Table 6 here> These differential transfer student admission rates between highly selective and moderately selective four-year institutions are compared with two jurisdictions which have formally unified systems of four-year or baccalaureategranting institutions: Australia and Scotland. Australia has had a 'unified national system' (Dawkins, 1988) of baccalaureate-granting institutions since 1998. Nevertheless, Australia's baccalaureate-granting institutions differ markedly by selectivity of student admissions. It is convenient to count as the highly selective institutions the group of eight institutions which win the biggest share of external research grants and which have formed an association (Group of eight, 2003) . These are also generally but not exclusively the oldest institutions.
Australian public baccalaureate-granting institutions reported that in 2000 they admitted 6.6% of their commencing baccalaureate students on the basis of a complete or incomplete technical and further education program which is of two years' duration or less (DETYA 2001) . The group of eight highly selective Australian universities reported that they admitted 1,028 students or 2% of their total commencing baccalaureate students on the basis of a tafe qualification. The other Australian universities reported that they admitted 10,308 of their commencing undergraduate students, or 8% of their total commencing undergraduate students on the basis of a tafe qualification.
Australia also allows a comparison with Prager's (1993) findings on transfer and articulation within U.S.
colleges and universities. Prager surveyed 408 chief executive officers of campuses which Peterson's Directory identified as sponsors of two-year tracks within a college, university or system also offering four-year curricula (Prager 1993, p. 541) . She concluded (1993, p. 551) -It appears that students from some two-year programs within four-year contexts may have as much, if not more, difficulty in 'transferring' within their institutions as do students who begin at a community college and seek to transfer to a senior one. Indeed, the findings explored here suggest that problems with internal student transfer and program articulation may be as pervasive within some institutions sharing a common institutional identity as external ones are for some from different sectors, such as community and senior colleges, that do not.
Australia has five so-called 'dual sector universities' which comprise substantial student load in both baccalaureate and sub baccalaureate vocational programs. The average transfer student admission rate for Australian dual sector universities is shown separately in the table below.
<Insert Table 7 here>
It will be noted that while the dual sector universities had a higher transfer student admission rate than the group of eight highly selective Australian universities, they had a lower rate than the other moderately selective institutions, thus replicating Prager's U.S. findings in Australia. The next table includes the dual sector universities with the other moderately selective baccalaureate-granting universities. It shows that the difference in the ratio of transfer student admission rates between the highly selective and moderately selective baccalaureate-granting institutions is higher in the formally unified system of baccalaureate-granting institutions in Australia than in the variously formally segmented systems in California, Colorado and Texas.
<Insert Table 8 here> Scotland also has a formally unified university sector, but they are informally grouped by age of establishment: <Insert Table 9 here>
These results are summarized in the final table, which is ordered from Scotland and Australia where the difference in transfer student admission rates of the highly selective and moderately selective baccalaureate-granting institutions is relatively high, to California, Colorado and finally Texas where the difference in transfer student admission rates is much smaller.
<Insert Table 10 here>
CONCLUSION
These results suggest three conclusions. First, the formal segmentation of institutions into sectors does not always structure opportunities for students as much as the informal differences between institutions. Clark's (1983, p. 52) explanation for highly differentiated student admissions practices is that the lack of formal segmentation by tier drives systems to greater internal stratification, which at least in Australia and Scotland is by status which in turn is strongly related to institutional age.
Secondly, the jurisdictions' different transfer student admission rates are at least associated with the strength of their transfer policies and provisions. Since the Australian 'unified national system' of baccalaureate-level education is not formally segmented its internal stratification is tacit, and therefore there is no problem articulated which requires a response from government. While the Australian Government issued general guidelines for the transfer of credit between the sectors that existed until 1988, since the subsequent unification of the sectors there has been no such provision for transfer from non-baccalaureate to baccalaureate-granting institutions. Support for student transfer thus rests on the voluntary and largely individual action of each institution. The Australian ViceChancellors' Committee (no date) has established voluntary guidelines on cross-sector qualification links and gives a list of the programs and institutions covered by the policy (AVCC, 2003) . Most institutions participate, but list on average only six programs covered by the guidelines, which are a small minority of the several hundred undergraduate programs that each institution offers. Like Australia, Scotland has not formally segmented its universities. While the Scottish Government seems more concerned with supporting student transfer than Australian governments, this concern is relatively recent and has not yet moved much beyond commissioning the studies cited in this paper.
In a study of transfer rates of 97 rural community colleges Higgins & Katsinas (1999) found that colleges which were subject to legislatively mandated transfer policies had an average transfer rate of 23% whereas colleges with non binding arrangements had a transfer rate of 14%. Higgins & Katsinas conclude that 'state policy clearly does matter, and states serious about implementing "seamless" K-16 education systems should seriously re-examine their transfer policies to promote better inter-institutional articulation and transfer'. In a paper on state support for interinstitutional transfer and articulation Welsh & Kjorlien (2001, p. 329) similarly conclude that 'The priorities and initiatives of state higher education offices and boards profoundly affect the priorities and initiatives of institutions'.
Thirdly, as Prager argued about transfer and articulation within colleges and universities (1993, p. 551-2) , even when strong student transfer policies exist they can be thwarted by failure to implement them and by a range of 'transfer-inhibiting practices' such as enrolment caps favoring baccalaureate track students, requiring subbaccalaureate students wishing to pursue the baccalaureate to reapply for admission as if foreign to the institution, and various opaque and discriminatory credit-denying practices. As the California Postsecondary Education Commission (2002, p. 15) argues, these institutional behaviors should in turn be seen within a broader context of system-wide, departmental and faculty characteristics and behaviors.
IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE
This study developed a new measure, the student admission ratio, which overcomes the incommensurability of admissions data in different systems and thus is useful in comparing jurisdictions. The study divided institutions by selectivity of student admissions, but it would be possible to consider other salient characteristics of institutions such as public/private ownership, high/low resources per student, urban/suburban/rural location, and high/low proportion of students from a low socio-economic status background. While this study applied the admission ratio to transfer students, it could equally be applied to other categories of student admission such as race or socio-economic status.
Thus, one could examine whether different state admissions or affirmative action policies affect the rates at which historically black and other institutions admit minority students.
System-wide decisions and conditions clearly affect student transfer and set the parameters within which institutions and practitioners can act. However, they do not determine outcomes. In particular, this study has found that the segmentation of a system into tiers by selectivity of student admissions does not affect the rate at which transfer students gain entry to the most selective institutions and tier. Cohen (2005) observes more generally that 'transfer rates vary more between colleges within a state than they do between states. And the characteristics of individual institutions are more salient than student demographics; the rate of transfer for ethnic minority students in a high transfer rate college is higher than that of all students on a statewide average'. This suggests that practitioners have considerable capacity to influence outcomes within the framework set by their system.
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